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Connecticut Legal Services serves low income households in Connecticut,
providing legal advice and assistance in civil matters, including the loss of utility
service. These are our vulnerable neighbors at greatest risk in affording and
maintaining necessary utility and energy services.

Recommended action: Reject Sec. 4
{modifies CGS § 16-262c(a) to allow terminations of utility service when
emergency help is not accessible)

Section 4 of this bill reduces protections to families from loss of necessary utility
service. It would allow utility shut-offs at times a low income family is unable to
access intervention assistance or emergency energy assistance to address the
shut-off. Dangerous situations could result where households did not have utility
service for up to four days. Thus, section 4 should be rejected.

The proposed bill language would expand the days a utility may shut off service
without adequate protection for a low income household needing outside
assistance to resolve the utility shut-off. A utility would be able to shut off
service on Fridays if its business office is open Saturday and there are locations
where the utility bill can be paid. However, social services agencies providing
interventions for families facing utility shut-offs are generally not open weekends
or legal holidays. If the family is not at home on Friday (e.g., adult working and
children at school), they may not discover the shut-off until it is too late to seek
assistance until the following Monday {(or Tuesday if Monday is a holiday).
Refrigerated food, formula or medications are likely to go bad in sucha
timeframe. In many cases it will not be possible to prepare food or formula, there
may be no hot or running water, they may not be able to flush toilets. Medical
equipment such as nebulizers utilizing electricity may not be operable. They may
need to resort to dangerous use of candles or heat sources if the weather is cold.
There is no real advantage to a utility to add another day each week in which it
may terminate utility services as a collection tactic, but there are great dangers to
utility customers,
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Currently residential utility service may not be shut offon a Friday, Saturday, Sunday, legal holiday or
day before a legal holiday, any time the utility business office is closed and an hour before such closing,
when the shut-off relates to a debt to the utility. This ensures that if a shut-off was in error or creates
an emergency, it can quickly be addressed by contacting the utility. It also ensures that a family needing
assistance — intervention or emergency energy assistance - has an opportunity to access such assistance
to avoid or address the loss of utility service.

The current economy has resulted in many households having great difficulty in meeting expenses. This
has driven up the need for energy assistance, including the assistance provided by fuel banks. And
seeking assistance can be daunting - multiple locations may need to be contacted and documentation
provided. This may be particularly difficult for those who need assistance working with the utility to
reach a resolution, for example, persons with limited English proficiency, competency issues
(developmental disability or cognitive impairment) or mental illness. Persons with disabilities or those
who are elderly are at particular risk.

The legislature has rejected this proposal in recent years and should do so again this year. It is too
dangerous a modification of statutory protections against loss of necessary utility service.



